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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

This study examined adult workers’ conceptions of their work with
youth in a large, underserved, urban region in the northeastern
United States. Drawing on qualitative interviews with 18 youth
workers from various organizations, affiliated with a community
coalition focused on substance abuse prevention, we explored
how adults viewed their role of working with youth. We were
particularly interested in whether these workers saw youth
empowerment and collaboration with youth for community
change as part of their role. Our data suggested that while
workers in this study were very supportive of youth, the support
and actions they provided were on behalf of rather than with
them and that, in general, partnering with youth for community
change was not a part of what they envisioned their work to be.
While a few of the adults attempted to work more collaboratively
with youth, they were clearly in the minority.
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Introduction
It is increasingly common in the United States for community organizers with youth in
under-resourced city settings to incorporate empowerment and civic engagement into
their programing (Warren 2014); yet, this stance is much less the norm in after school and
prevention work (Shah 2011). Confronted with an array of social realities such as racism,
oppression, poverty, educational apartheid (Kirshner 2015), high school ‘push-out’ rates
(Youth United for Change 2011), substance use access, and community violence (Lardier
et al. 2017a), most interventions in the prevention field address these issues by focusing
on ‘saving’ youth or protecting them from societal harms (Green 2010). Consequently,
much of this programing misses the opportunity to cultivate youth as partners in collective
efforts of systemic community change and as empowered, engaged citizens (Hart 2016).
Limited federal, state, and local funding in the U.S. for community organizations and
youth programing have compromised the scope and effectiveness of possible work.
Beyond this, differing views of how to work with, and for, youth and the actual aims of
these efforts also vary (Kirshner 2007). After school and community prevention programs
CONTACT David T. Lardier Jr.
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(e.g. substance abuse prevention, HIV/AIDs prevention, gang participation prevention)
are not typically intertwined with youth organizing groups and often seem to represent differing views toward working with youth (Ginwright 2015). Ginwright and
Cammarota (2002) make the case that youth work in the U.S. is based on models of
positive youth development (PYD), which emphasizes individual development and
achievement rather than collective empowerment toward community change. While
versions of PYD see community involvement opportunities as crucial to the development of young people, much of youth programing is ‘still about healthy development
of young people and not about helping them gain a larger understanding of
how social and political realities affect them or how they can challenge injustice’
(Mira 2013, 3).
Currently, this iteration of youth work in the U.S. views youth as ‘problems’ in need of
‘saving’ (Green 2010). These kinds of disjunctures limit adults’ abilities to engender
empowering relationships with youth, as well as limit youth’s opportunities to form
relationships with adults that might support their growth as engaged community
members who critically read their environments (Hart 2016). Youth organizing, alternatively, forefronts working with youth toward social transformation and community
change (Atkinson, Chico, and Horn 2016; Dolan, Christens, and Lin 2015; Hart 2016). As
Atkinson, Chico, and Horn (2016) indicates, this requires a more critical approach than is
included in the general framework of PYD and current youth programing in the U.S. Consequently, adults working in community organizations may or may not see their work as
partnering with youth toward community change (Mira 2013).
In this paper, we unpack how adult youth workers, part of a community substance
abuse prevention coalition in the U.S., envision their roles. While the focus of the coalition
is substance use prevention, the programs in which the participants work often have
broader missions. We were specifically interested in understanding how these adult
youth workers understood their role as practitioners of youth work. In particular, we
explored whether the workers transcended more ‘traditional’ prevention viewpoints (i.e.
‘saving’ and protecting ‘at-risk’ urban youth) by also envisioning themselves as empowerment agents (Stanton-Salazar 2011) who assisted youth in critically understanding and
changing their social environments. Although some youth programs and scholarship
have moved beyond paternalistic beliefs that obscure the wisdom and knowledge of
youth, there continues to be a need for more research that considers the critical role of
youth workers, based in community programs, and how they might expand their work
into areas such as the development of critical consciousness (i.e. a critical understanding
of one’s social world and context, as it relates to social inequality and oppression) and collective agency (Ginwright 2015; Hart 2016).

Literature review and conceptual framing
In under-resourced urban communities in the U.S., youth of color, who largely identify as
Hispanic/Latina(o) and African American/black, are confronted with numerous injustices
that have created an unremitting loop of inequality (Fine and Torre 2004). These societal
circumstances place youth and their community counterparts in deeply disadvantaged
positions. Youth in underserved communities, without adult encouragement or support,
are unlikely to experience the empowerment needed to engage in democratic and critical
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organizing activities (Ginwright 2015). As Cornel West discussed in relation to black survival in under-resourced U.S. urban communities, ‘the major enemy of black survival in
America … is loss of hope and absence of meaning’ (2001, 23). Arguing that youth in
poverty and/or of color pay the greatest price in terms of societal disenfranchisement,
Fine and Torre (2004) reason that youth need to learn to reframe the local and large questions of social justice that play out in their lives.
A growing body of evidence documents the multiple benefits of youth being involved
in community activism (Dolan, Christens, and Lin 2015; Forenza, Rogers, and Lardier
2017; Warren, Mira, and Nikundiwe 2008); although, Harris, Wyn, and Younes (2010)
caution that these opportunities can also be hijacked by adults who suppress authentic
youth voice and thinking. Traditional prevention-based youth work often falls short of
cultivating critical democratic and social involvement from which youth would benefit
(Kohfeldt et al. 2011; Shah 2011). Participation in this kind of youth work helps offset
negative developmental outcomes and empowers youth to understand community and
system-level issues, organize and advocate to create meaningful community change, and
build resource( full) relationships to maintain and further envision positive social change
(Hart 2016; Shah 2011).

Community prevention programing: the lingering state for ‘at-risk’ urban youth
Bermudez (2012) argues that youth from poorly served neighborhoods most often have
limited access to resource(full) networks and quality youth programing to combat the
multitude of community challenges they encounter. Critical discussions concerning
current youth work in the U.S. highlight that much of the practice focuses on individualization rather than the individual imbedded within the larger social context (Dolan, Christens, and Lin 2015; Ginwright 2015; Lavie-Ajayi and Krumer-Nevo 2013). Shah (2011)
emphasized that youth programing and prevention centers on ‘building the individual
skills and competencies of young people’ (p. 3) and issues of safety. This approach
ignores the multilayered nature of lives on the margins (Cooper 2012). Such programing
is also unlikely to view youth as perceptive actors capable of critical engagement and
inquiry or as collaborators in the design and implementation of community prevention
programing (Lavie-Ajayi and Krumer-Nevo 2013). Without access to alternative, critical
analyses regarding disadvantage, in addition to supportive programs, youth often fault
themselves if they are not successful in attaining the ‘American Dream;’ that is, being successful in what is seen as a meritocracy, whereby hard work and individual responsibility
are enough to propel them out of poverty (Lardier et al. 2017b). In this scenario, if they fall
short, they have no one to blame but themselves and inequitable societal opportunities go
unquestioned.
While prevention programs and youth organizing share common ground in terms of
the development of youth assets, the latter also targets the generation of sociopolitical
and community capacity (Shah 2011). Moreover, adults working with/for programs
focused on cultivating youth empowerment and community change agents not only
attempt to facilitate youth ‘resilience’ and empowerment at the individual level, but at
the community level as well, for all community members (Aiyer et al. 2015). Hence,
young people are viewed as ‘empowered participants in youth work, rather than consumers of a service’ (Hart 2016, 870).
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Youth participation in youth-work and prevention programing with adult allies
There is a dynamic growth in community and youth organizing (Warren 2014) that has yet
to necessarily infiltrate the after school and prevention programing spheres. Of concern
here is that these are separate spheres of youth work that do not inform each other. Pozzoboni and Kirshner (2016) point out that school age youth spend more of their time
outside of school than in it and many take advantage of the vast array of after school programs available to them. These community-based youth organizations are ‘potentially
powerful settings for activism among marginalized urban youth’ (O’Donoghue and
Strobel 2007, 465).
However, in the U.S., these organizations are often seen as a complement to the formal
education system, an extension of the school day, whereas, in other parts of the world
youth work is more often concerned with ‘enacting youth-centered values and practices
to promote the inclusion of young people in society’ (Pozzoboni and Kirshner 2016, 3).
While furthering of educational goals is important, youth routinely lack opportunities for
both civic engagement and speaking to the conditions that influence their lives (Hart
2016; Kirshner 2007). O’Donoghue and Strobel (2007) make the case that communitybased youth organizations hold the potential to create spaces where youth work together
and acquire democratic skills and political knowledge toward community change. They
further describe that for organizations to create these kinds of activities, adult youth
workers need to be intentional in their efforts to cultivate civic competence, public efficacy, and social responsibility (O’Donoghue and Strobel 2007).
The international community argues that there is a moral imperative toward child and
youth rights, and that more importantly, youth can engage in civic action, school reform,
and policy change (Gonzalez, Hernandez-Saca, and Artiles 2017). Article 12, section 1, of
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990) dictates that:
States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right
to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being
given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.

Despite this edict, the broader U.S. narrative views youth as subordinates relative to adults
and fails in realizing that youth participation is a foundational right of democracy and citizenship (Ginwright 2015). In stymying youth voice and participation, the U.S. reinforces
‘that youth are incapable of engaging in productive democratic efforts to improve their
communities’ (O’Donoghue and Strobel 2007, 465). These views fail to recognize that
groups of youth activists, many of them youth of color living in poor and working-class
neighborhoods, have worked to improve schools, exposed environmental racism, and
resisted policies proposing the building of massive jails for juvenile offenders, to cite
just a few examples (Kirshner 2007).
The development of youth activists signals a process of identity change, as the youth
themselves ‘come to understand their power and their role in the public realm in new
ways’ (O’Donoghue and Strobel 2007, 466). O’Donoghue and Strobel (2007) point out
that to achieve this, youth need to develop confidence in their capacity to enact collective change and that intentional adult support can foster youth’s sense of civic competence, public efficacy, and social responsibility. Christens, Winn, and Duke (2016) observe
that, ‘As young people become aware of such systemic inequalities, their identities,
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goals, moral and political beliefs, feelings of agency or alienation, and civic behaviors
tend to unfold’ (p. 15). In these kinds of partnerships, youth and adults work together
for a shared (or collective) goals and youth are viewed as important assets within their
communities (Zeldin, Christens, and Powers 2013). This kind of youth work is dependent
on adults involved with youth reconceiving their work. As Fielding (2004) suggests, a
‘rupture of the ordinary’ needs to take place, where roles for both youth and adults
are questioned.
Youth-adult partnerships are possible if adults shift their beliefs about youth and invite
space for important counter-narratives that build upon youth as equal and intelligent partners in socio-political change (Hart 2016; Kirshner and Ginwright 2012; Matthews 2001).
O’Donoghue and Strobel (2007) observe that community-based organizations are situated
to create a bridge for youth between their own lived, local experiences, and the broader
public. To accomplish this, they suggest that adult-youth relationships should be supportive, egalitarian, and embedded in public action. Whether youth workers see these kinds of
bridging relationships as characterizing the work they do with the youth in their respective
organizations is part of what the present study hopes to address.

Purpose
The purpose of this paper is to examine the experiences of adult members in a
coalition organization focused on community prevention among youth in a large,
underserved, urban region in the northeastern U.S. Drawing on 18 individual interviews
with coalition members from various community organizations, we hoped to understand how adult youth workers viewed their role in youth work. We were specifically
interested in hearing if adults moved beyond individualized narratives of youth work
and toward greater involvement of youth as partners in youth based community prevention programing (e.g. substance abuse prevention, HIV/AIDs prevention, gang participation prevention) and community change efforts. Through these analyses, we
aimed to address the research question: How do individuals in a community substance
abuse prevention coalition understand their role as youth workers with and for urban
youth of color?

Methods
Research setting and coalition
The context for this study is a midsized urban community in the northeastern corridor of
the U.S. As a historic hub of industry, this city, like many U.S. industrial centers, experiences
high poverty, high unemployment, and high rates of substance use (see Putnam [2016] on
issues surrounding former U.S. industrial cities and the effects on youth). The city is racially
and ethnically diverse with more than 80% of the residents identifying as either African
American/black or Hispanic/Latina(o), and 33% foreign-born citizens (U.S. Census Bureau
2015). In addition, a significant proportion of residents (30%) live below the poverty line
with an average income of $33,964 (U.S. Census Bureau 2015).
The coalition from which the sample of participants were recruited was created five
years ago to address community concerns such as youth substance use and abuse, the
illegal distribution of alcohol to minors (i.e. under the age of 21), and other community
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problems. These stakeholders attend meetings monthly to discuss ways of preventing
substance use and abuse among youth in the target community, primarily through
environmental prevention strategies (e.g. public service announcements, community
forums, and billboard prevention messaging). In addition, the coalition is also a venue
for collective voice and community action.

Research sample
As part of a larger federal Drug Free Communities (DFC) substance abuse prevention, grant
initiative, this study draws on interviews with key informants from a community-based
coalition organization located in an under-resourced urban, northeastern U.S. community.
All organization members had the option of participating. Of the 60 possible participants,
18 volunteered. Participants were largely female (n = 11), and an average age of 37 years
old. They self-identified, based on U.S. census designations, as African American/black (n =
8), Hispanic/Latina(o) (n = 6), white non-Hispanic (n = 3), and Asian-American (n = 1), which
is reflective of the broader target-community. The largest proportion of interviewees had
either a four-year college diploma (n = 8) or graduate degree (n = 5). Two-thirds (n = 12) of
the participants lived in the target city. All youth workers in this target community were in
either schools or community centers.

Researchers’ positionalities
As part of the larger federal prevention grant initiative, we engaged with many of these
participants in multiple venues (e.g. community events, professional spaces), and in multiple capacities, whether researcher, prevention specialist, advocate, or coalition member.
The grant initiative has allowed for relationships with many of these key informants for
over a decade. Having ongoing relationships with these key informants was a plus in
terms of the data gathering reported here. But we must also acknowledge that none of
us were true insiders to the community and we related to the participants across
diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds.

Data collection
Data were gathered by members of the research team who were trained in qualitative data
collection. All interviews were conducted following a semi-structured interview guide,
which ensured that all participants received uniform questions while simultaneously
allowing for deviations of discussions and probing by the interviewer. The interviews
were held at the participant’s place of work or in a private space in a public location
(e.g. private meeting room in the target city’s public library). Interviews ran at the most
80-minutes; although, some were shorter. Interviewers probed participants to articulate
their own engagement in the community and the strengths and experiences they could
bring to the coalition and the ways they approached their work with youth. Following
the recorded collection of all interviews, they were transcribed verbatim. To protect the
anonymity of participants, identifying information has been redacted in accordance
with university ethics review and approval.
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Analysis
Data were analyzed using an inductive constant comparison approach (Glaser 1965). A
constant comparative approach is defined as, ‘while coding an indicator for a concept,
one compares that indicator with previous indicators that have been coded in the same
way,’ (LaRossa 2005, 841). First, we engaged in open coding, where we separately read
each transcript, making notes concerning emergent patterns within the text (Merriam
and Tisdell 2015). We ensured that data were viewed from as many perspectives, or potential categories, as possible (Glaser 1965). In making comparisons between instances in
these data, we were particularly sensitized to discussions of more ‘traditional’ prevention
narratives. We were also interested in whether any of these adults transcended such
descriptions and engaged youth in critical prevention programing, and pushed youth to
critically analyze their external world. To explore these broad patterns in greater depth,
we then engaged in focused coding (Merriam and Tisdell 2015). Specifically, we coded
for any aspect of the above topics in participants’ framing of their work with youth. We
made note of, and compared, each emergent code to our understanding of codes
already within the developing codebook (Glaser 1965). As new codes emerged we continuously merged them with our understanding of previous codes (Saldaña 2015).
The codes that we recognized were discussed in depth by members of the research
team before being reviewed and refined (Merriam and Tisdell 2015). Upon consensus,
the codes were then collapsed into larger categories (Merriam and Tisdell 2015). Our comparative method allowed us to think critically about ‘the theoretical properties of each category’ (Glaser 1965, 439) we had formed. For instance, although we had been sensitized to
the concept of youth prevention work, it was not until we began to compare codes did it
become apparent that some adults transcended ‘traditional’ youth work and engaged in
more critical youth work as empowerment agents (Merriam and Tisdell 2015). These
themes and narratives are described in detail below.

Findings
Reacting and responding to the current context
Participants indicated that the protection of youth was a key element of how they
approached their work. The distinction lay in whether they saw this as a part of their
mission or whether they approached virtually the whole of their work from this stance.
Those in this latter area are what we describe as more ‘traditional’ in their approach to
working with youth. Theirs was a reasoned response, coming primarily in the face of
recognizing constant and pervasive trauma among the youth they served. Instinctively,
the adult response was to provide a safe space for youth, away from the streets. As one
participant observed, ‘If [youth are] not being directly affected, for them [the youth]
even just the indirect trauma … People fighting on the street, getting shot … Hearing
about all this stuff. They’ve all been through some kind of a trauma.’ They noted that
providing things like recreation is a big help in the community, as well as for parents.
The youth themselves were able to meet and interact with youth from all the wards
in the city.
The paucity of organizational safe spaces was in part because of the shifting landscape
in overall youth programing in the area. Some coalition members recalled and lamented
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the loss of the historical significance of youth programs within their community. For
example, one youth worker, and long-time community resident, noted,
‘When I was coming up we had a … youth support program and it went for years and years …
[youth] were too busy doing other things to be left out there on the streets to their own
devices. They felt needed and wanted and cared for.’

Another youth worker and community resident described these kinds of programs as an
‘outlet’ for the youth: ‘Back in the day you had the Hope Center (pseudonym). It was just a
youth center, and all the kids went there … ’ These workers described programing that
was embedded in the life of the community that became a part of the ﬁber of the lives
of youth. This was, in part, a reﬂection of better times in terms of sustained U.S. federal
funding for youth programing and summer employment. The idea being put forward
was that in creating another avenue for youth to spend their time, the likelihood of experiencing trauma derived from the street scene were minimized. The fact that the centers
could reach out and attract youth meant that it was a viable option in the community
and became a part of youth’s lives. But this kind of programing was a historical artifact,
no longer as possible within current conditions.
In the current context, workers described how programs needed to react to community
conditions as best they could, and protect and buffer youth from the trauma they experience. These ‘reactionary programs’ had become virtually the default position. The workers
were aware of the limitations of this stance toward youth programing. As one worker, a
lifelong resident of the community, offered: ‘I don’t think we have good programs …
for our children. That becomes a big problem … I don’t think [youth programing] is
working … ’

Bridging resources to meet youth’s needs
Some of the youth workers were longtime residents in the community and had been
successful in attaining a postsecondary education. As such, they were very familiar
with the local context as well as what it took to pursue further education and build a
future. Considering these dual realities, workers viewed the local possibilities the community offered the youth as very limited, essentially, as one worker stated, ‘Resource
deprived.’ In the face of this, many of the workers embraced the role of cultural
broker; that is, finding and connecting youth to resources that they as adults identified
as needed by the youth. They worked to enhance the resources for individual youth and
build the resources within the youth serving organizations where they worked or knew
about.
Working from a stance of wanting to be helpful, and in some cases concluding that
they were the only resources that the youth had, the adults scrambled to be available to
the youth and serve as a conduit to services or interventions on their behalf. In this
instantiation of youth work, the adults saw themselves as a bridge to help youth
access what they as adults realized the youth needed. One experienced youth worker
reflected:
Someone needs to encourage you [the youth] and say, ‘Hey, you can do this; don’t worry
about it. I’m gonna be here.’ … Even with the adults who are trying, who want to do better,
they don’t know who to go to or they’re not sure … I try to find and fill those things, those
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holes, with those kids … where are they—what are their age groups and things like that so we
can try to work together … bring awareness to the organizations that I serve on and go ‘Did
you know that this is going on in your area? What can we do?’

As this worker makes clear, the brokering went two ways – out to the youth, but also back
to the organizations in which she was involved toward further building of institutional
capacity and resources.
In the face of great needs, some workers were encouraged by the growth that could be
realized by seeking and increasing funding, resulting in an expansion in their enrollment.
As another worker, focused on providing supportive programing to both youth and their
families, observed:
We’ve been here five, almost six—we’ve been in this city eight years. We started off actually
… in a room maybe about the size of this kitchen. We moved to this space. We expanded, we
had more staff, etc. We expanded our services, which meant that we—we’ve been reaching a
lot more people.

In other cases, workers brokered their resources and relationships toward preventing situations that would only make it harder for youth to succeed. To do this, they offered services to augment what other institutions could offer, which enabled these workers to
build bridges across organizations and serve youth. For example, one worker reached
out to the community high school, with an inquiry about some of the youth.
He [the principal] gave me a list of kids that were on the verge of possibly not graduating or
whatever the case. He gave me information, and I reached out to all those kids. I would go to
them and find out what are other reasons why they’re not doin’ what they s’posed to do in
school.

A variation on these prevention efforts is illustrated in the following excerpt, offered by a
worker at a youth support center that provides resources to women and children (e.g.
meals, child-care, therapy):
A lot of women who come back for their GED (General Equivalency Diploma for high school—
i.e. provided to those adults who did not complete high school) … who never had the opportunity when they were a teenager for someone to advocate for them or tell them that this is
what could happen … so the teen program is basically a preventative measure to make sure
that those girls never have to come back to have and get their GED.

In this iteration of youth work, the worker was key – a bridge or a broker – that without his
or her efforts no connections would be made to relevant resources, no hopes would be
realized. Working in this way, the worker’s expertize was front and center, keeping individual youth aﬂoat, anticipating possible worst-case scenarios, and working to head these off
before they happened. Much was dependent on the adults’ read and knowledge of the
community and their own experience in navigating what they anticipated for the youth.
The adults had the knowledge and used it on behalf of the youth to whom they were committed. Youth beneﬁted from these relationships. They were the ones supported and
better served by the identiﬁed resources. These resources were accrued on their behalf,
but in this model, the youth were on the receiving end, rather than recognized as possible
agents on their own behalf or cultivated to grow into that role.
In contrast to the theme developed here, some youth workers moved into an alternative way of working with youth. In this alternative, practitioners and youth work together
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in less hierarchical ways to create new learning opportunities and mechanisms to engage
and visualize their social world. In the section below, we explore the experiences of these
youth workers.

An alternative approach: adult allies facilitating critical youth-work programing
Adult youth workers overwhelmingly narrated that much of their work was a reactionary
response to the social environment in which youth lived. As mentioned previously, some
adult youth workers indicated that they attempted to bridge resources for youth despite
the limited presence of resources within the community. Beyond this, youth workers
offered counter-narratives to the more reactive and individualized accounts of youth programing. These adult youth workers were not naive to the fact they were working in a
resource-deprived community; instead, they believed that ‘working with partnerships is
a necessity because we’re so resource constrained.’ These adult youth workers further
emphasized a movement beyond the hierarchical tradition of youth work, and, in its
place, embraced the importance of collective identity and removing hegemonic power
relations that often flavor current youth-adult relationships. For instance, one youth
worker stated,
I’m a member of the It Takes a Village Program and one of the things we’re trying to do
especially in the black community is bring the Black community together to look at these
issues from one eye instead [of] everybody looking at it from an individual standpoint.

While resisting the deﬁcit rhetoric that colors youth work, several adult coalition members
offered glimpses into their attempts to cultivate and facilitate others’ empowerment.
These adult youth workers visualized the youth they worked with as well informed and
perceptive actors who could learn to critically examine current social hierarchies, and in
turn organize and mobilize toward change and action. As they observed, ‘It’s always
been the youth, inspiring somebody else to do more, to get better. Inspiring, inspiring.’
and ‘It’s learning from them [the youth] and exchanging ideas and pushing them to do
more … ’ As another youth advocate and grassroots organizer stated:
Adults seem to approach children like they’re bad from the get-go. What about if we approach
them like they’re good from the get-go? … So many programs are so judgmental and they’re
pushing the kids around and complaining about the parents … What about just looking at
[youth substance use] a different way? Through a different lens? A more supportive lens.

Some youth workers pushed youth to think critically about social structures and their
current life circumstances. They believed they youth could paint an image of issues
within the community that would bring them into focus from a youth point of view. As
one coalition member, observed, ‘A child can tell you more than what a police ofﬁcer
can tell you, or what is going on in their community that they need to address.’ Beyond
this, youth workers also promoted youth’s capacity for collective participation in community-wide change: ‘We start empowering young people … I mean, not try, but that’s what
we do – along with to empower someone, they have to understand themselves.’ This
youth-worker further stated that they ask youth, ‘What power do you have? What voice
do you have? Where’s your resources? Can you go into a city council and say, “hey
listen!”’ Another empowerment-based adult youth worker further emphasized that,
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We educate ‘em … we educate them around that. Community development. They [say], ‘oh, I
wanna get involved with that. How can I get--?’ ‘They have youth councils. Why don’t y’all go
get involved with that?’ … . We are making ‘em aware.

Although these narratives were limited, these youth workers expressed an ideal that ‘[We]
don’t give up on our kids’ and many believed the youth were the city’s ‘greatest assets.’
They embraced the importance of consistency and forming supportive bonds with youth.
They need to have a relationship [with you] … in order to be able to connect with them. Being
able to maybe share some of the stuff. Their thoughts, their opinions about what is going on
around here. That’s the biggest thing. Is really just being able to connect with these kids on a
consistent basis.

Adult youth workers saw their role as not only a protector, but also a resource( full) empowering ally who believed in youth’s capacity to transform their social space. These youth
workers were focused on creating an alternative way of working with youth, where
youth and adults partnered to learn and transform their social world.

Discussion
Youth serving organizations are well situated toward potentially cultivating critical civic
engagement on the part of youth (O’Donoghue and Strobel 2007); however, this is dependent, in part, on transforming adult-youth relationships (Cook-Sather 2014). As those with
more hierarchical power, we would suggest that the impetus for transformation rests on
the shoulders of adults – in this case the youth workers – to begin to recalibrate how they
work with youth. To move in the direction of cultivating active citizenry in collaboration
with youth, O’Donoghue and Strobel (2007) make the case that these adult-youth relationships should be supportive, egalitarian, and embedded in social action. They further
suggest that the tasks for youth workers are to foster civic competence, public efficacy,
and social responsibility among the youth they serve. Moving in these directions has
been shown to be beneficial for youth (Kohfeldt et al. 2011; Mirra, Garcia, and Morrell
2016).
Our own data put forward that while the workers in this study were incredibly supportive, the support and actions they provided were on behalf of youth rather than with them.
These kinds of interactions, where the adults are the givers and the youth are the receivers,
fall short of the kinds of transformational relationships that some educators such as Freire
(1994) suggest are necessary to further a critical read of the community. Although Freire
(1994) was discussing the relationship between teacher and student, his notions seem relevant here. Freire (1994) suggested that to solve the adult-youth ‘contradiction,’ roles must
be reconceived so that ‘both are simultaneously teachers and students’ (p. 72), toward
forming a more egalitarian partnership where hierarchical power is disrupted and reconceived. Boulding (1979) further contends that ‘adult-child relationships offer a critical intervention point for breaking the vicious cycle of dominant behaviors that pervade public
[life]’ (p. 9). In other words, adults and youth learn from each other and bring their expertize toward the larger end of collective change. This change is critical to altering the paternalistic discourse in youth work and prevention programing in the U.S. (Kohfeldt et al.
2011). In the process, all are changed, becoming new versions of themselves (CookSather 2014). Although the benefits for youth in this kind of collective agency have
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been well documented (Kirshner and Ginwright 2012), there is less discussion regarding
how this different take on the work might benefit the youth workers involved (Ginwright
2015).
Though our own data above indicated that some workers attempted to construct an
alternative youth work space and collaborate with youth, very few saw their work
through this lens. Throughout the narratives within this study, it was clear that the work
that the adult youth workers engaged in was a response to the neighborhood context.
With few opportunities to leverage funding to meet the diverse and vast needs of
youth within the target community, many of these adult youth workers saw their
primary goals as protecting the youth they worked with from the many communitywide issues. While this work is important in many ways, it tends to embrace youth deficits
rather than assets (Kirshner 2015; Kirshner and Ginwright 2012) or in any case, not build
youth capacity. This shapes the nature of the work, as it limits adults’ imaginations for
how they see this work carried out with youth as equal partners (Roche 1999). Hence,
while the work the adults engaged in was/is important in terms of supporting youth,
their overall framework of the possibilities of the work is limiting in terms of their engagement with youth and the possibilities for collective agency.
The involvement of youth in community organizing and civic engagement is a practice
that is steadily gaining popularity in the U.S. (Dolan, Christens, and Lin 2015; Warren 2014).
While embraced by researchers and practitioners alike, this kind of critical youth work,
outside of community organizing, remains on the periphery of intervention, prevention,
and the aims of community-based youth serving organizations. Given this, youth themselves continue to occupy a space on the outskirts of community-based interventions
and practices that focus on making community wide changes to the kinds of issues
youth encounter in their daily lives (e.g. poverty, community violence, educational apartheid). More often than not, urban youth are viewed, both in society and in our data, as a
group that is placed ‘at-risk’ and in need of ‘saving’ or protecting and only rarely as potential agents of change.

Implications
Much of the status quo of youth work in prevention, as carried out in the U.S., may not be
the most beneficial model for the youth or the workers. The work of constantly rescuing
youth from potential harm depletes the human spirit in that there is no end to this kind of
work, albeit perhaps momentarily satisfying. Atkinson, Chico, and Horn (2016) call for a
rejection of these kinds of practices and suggest instead an embracing of more liberatory
frameworks that aim at working with young people toward social transformation and community change. They suggest that to do this, a more critical analysis of community conditions is needed than is included in the PYD frameworks prevalently utilized. This
would also entail ‘a reframing of central tenets of youth work practice – advocacy, allyship
and youth agency – so that the focus is more centrally on working alongside youth in
enacting just and equitable community change’ (Atkinson, Chico, and Horn 2016, 230).
The reality in the U.S. is that youth workers are often low paid, part-time, and undervalued for the ways their work benefits the youth they serve (Fusco and Baizerman 2013).
Our goal in pointing out the limitations of some of the current iterations of youth work
is not to diminish the work being undertaken or to suggest that youth workers work
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harder. Rather, our hope is that they could work differently, engage in what Christens,
Collura, and Tahir (2013) describe as ‘critical hopefulness,’ a form of emancipatory work
that moves beyond focusing on individuals and instead works at exposing and working
to change the conditions in which individual ‘failure’ occurs. Christens, Collura, and
Tahir (2013) suggest that this process of coupling critical social analysis of inequities
and taking action toward social justice results in a sense of personal and collective capacity
to effect change. We suggest that cultivating this sense of personal and collective capacity,
in both the youth and youth workers, results in work that benefits all involved including
the communities in which they are immersed.
The ontological process of youth work is not only a philosophical path, but a reflective,
reflexive, and emancipatory path that allows the prospective youth worker to reflect on
how to ‘know’ and ‘be’ with young people (Jonas 2012). Ross (2016) suggests that this
involves ‘not the acquisition of knowledge by individuals, so much as a process of
social participation and a movement from periphery to center in a community of practice’
(p. 111). Shifting the processes of youth work means creating non-tokenizing roles for
youth to participate in decision making and transformative change. This requires addressing power relations, so that ‘more stakeholder groups have decision-making over the
resources that affect them’ and in the process organizational practices are realigned to
reflect multiple views and realities, allowing for alterations in underlying structures (Kohfeldt et al. 2011, 29).
Ginwright (2015) calls for new modes of community work that have a dual focus: a
turning inward, collectively making meaning, and healing from the wounds of structural
oppression, coupled with an outward focus on social change. He suggests that this dual
awareness requires those involved to address how some practices in social institutions
and policies harm more than they help. He also calls for a reconceiving of daily practices
in ways that promote well-being. Those occupying neighborhoods, such as the one where
our work occurred, live with trauma created through a lack of resources to ensure safety
and day to day quality of life, ultimately eroding a sense of hope. Ginwright (2015) points
out that there is ‘a relationship between the structure of opportunity in urban communities, and collective well-being’ (p. 20). In recognition of both this lived trauma and
sense of hopelessness, he calls for what he terms ‘healing justice’, that is, a dual focus
on healing and organizing for social change. Even though Ginwright (2015) focuses primarily on the positive effects for youth, we suggest that both youth workers and the
youth they serve would benefit from this dual focus approach and that reconceiving of
how adults and youth work together in these efforts is a first step toward systemic
change (Herr 2017).

Limitations and future research directions
Our findings must be considered within the context of several limitations. First, interviews
were held among one group of coalition members from a single under resourced urban
city, from a region of the U.S. Therefore, findings should not be generalized beyond the
18 respondents, yet the presented themes may resonate with a broader community
and be transferrable to other settings (Merriam and Tisdel 2015).
We were also aware that as researchers we were studying an entity in which we were
invested – a community coalition that we all had varying levels of involvement in, along
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with the interview participants. There is a possibility that participants simply tried to highlight what they thought we wanted to hear as researchers. However, the consistency in
themes across the individual interviews suggests patterns in the data that are trustworthy.
In addition, even though other aspects of this work, from this federal grant project, drew
on the voices of youth to understand how they perceived community organizations
designed to serve them, this paper considered only the voices of adult youth workers.
Future studies need to consider youth voices in how we understand youth-adult partnerships and those approaches that promote empowerment and agency on the part of youth.
Yet, despite the noted limitations, this study makes important contributions to the understanding of youth workers’ conceptions of their work and how, moving forward, a different
approach to this work could involve adult and youth collaborations toward critical understanding, healing, and change.

Conclusion
This study highlights that while many of adult youth workers engaged in more reactionary
youth-adult partnerships, reinforcing notions of ‘saving’ youth, there were a few youth
workers who saw their role with and for youth as more participatory, critical, and empowering. Our hope is that current youth workers could move toward more empowering and
egalitarian programing that is social justice based and takes them beyond the paternalistic
hierarchy typical of adults working with youth. It is critical that we begin pursuing the
untapped potential of young people and encourage them to participate in and speakout on, the change they envision for themselves and their communities if radical
healing is to take place (Ginwright 2015).
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